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A Special Educator’s How-To Guide to Visual Activity Schedules 
Abstract 
Students with disabilities often struggle with the transitions throughout the school day, which can lead to 
prompt dependency and the emergence of challenging behaviors. One evidence-based practice is the use 
of visual activity schedules (VAS). VAS provide a visual list of what will occur throughout the day, in the 
student’s mode of receptive communication (objects, picture symbols, words). VAS provide predictability 
to decrease the anxiety that can arise with transitions. The following practitioner’s piece provides 
guidance geared toward new special education teachers in how to choose the correct VAS symbols and 
create a VAS that is appropriate for your student’s level of independence. 
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 Raymond, a five-year-old with autism, anxiously enters his new classroom for the very 
first time. The tight elastic of his uniform cinches his small waist, the glare of the overhead lights 
pierces his eyes, and the laughter and voices of ALL the new people blare loudly in his ears. His 
anxiety peaks, he looks around for any clue what to do, and before he knows it, he is sprinting 
out the door. “Where am I? When can I go home?” A million questions race through his mind.  
 Raymond’s experience is similar to that of many students, specifically students with 
disabilities. The new environment, paired with the unknown, can lead to high levels of anxiety 
and challenging behaviors (CB) such as elopement, aggression, and more. Zimmerman et al. 
(2017) reviewed research and summarized that nearly five million young children are at-risk or 
currently exhibiting CB within the classroom. CB can impact access to instruction, peer 
relationships, and lead to a higher likelihood of expulsions in the future (Zimmerman et al., 
2017). So, what can educators do to lessen the “unknown” for students with disabilities that are 
new to the classroom?  
 One common strategy that can be easily utilized for students with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) or intellectual disabilities (ID) is the use of visual activity schedules (VAS) 
(Knight et al., 2015; Spriggs et al., 2017). VAS are a way to provide predictability throughout 
the student’s day and allow a student to anticipate changes in the daily routine (Banda et al., 
2009). In addition, VAS can improve prosocial behaviors and decrease the likelihood of CB 
(Zimmerman et al., 2017). Knight et al. (2015) evaluated the use of VAS for students with ASD 
and found that VAS met the current evidence-based criteria developed by Horner et al. (2005) as 
an evidence-based practice for various behaviors including CB. Spriggs et al. (2017) conducted a 
comprehensive review of the literature and found that VAS is an evidence-based practice for 
1
Elliott and Swain: VAS How-To Guide
Published by Murray State's Digital Commons, 2021
teaching a variety of daily living, navigation, vocational, recreation, and academic skills to 
adolescents and adults with ID.  
 VAS are typically photographs, pictures, symbols, or words that provide information 
about the sequence of activities or events within a day or time frame (Zimmerman et al., 2017). 
VAS paired with systematic instruction can teach students how to transition throughout their day 
independently and reduce prompt-dependency, all while providing clear expectations in the 
student’s successful mode of communication (Zimmerman et al., 2017).  
Raymond’s teacher, new herself, panics. In her teacher preparation program, she 
learned about VAS, but where should she start? Where should Raymond start? She reaches out 
to a veteran teacher for help. The veteran teacher gives her the following guidance: start with 
choosing the symbols. Choose a format that Raymond can manipulate and understand 
independently, and build your way up in complexity as needed.  
Choosing the Symbols 
 Before implementing any VAS, discuss with members of the student’s team to determine 
which symbol option is most appropriate. Team members can include the parents, speech 
therapists, occupational therapists, paraprofessionals, or any other person who is involved in the 
student’s educational success. Some choices of symbols for a VAS include real objects, 
photographs, picture symbols, drawings, or words (see Figure 1; Hugh et al., 2018). When 
choosing the mode, take into consideration the student’s receptive language, use of symbolic 
pictures, and reading skills (Hugh et al., 2018). The team should choose the mode that most 
aligns with the student’s independent receptive language level. Receptive language refers to how 
a person understands language and can include written words, picture symbols, real-life pictures, 
or real-life objects. The student should be able to understand what each step of the VAS 
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represents with little to no guidance (Banda et al., 2009). Do not include unfamiliar words or 
images that the student does not already know or that will require intensive teaching to 
understand. Remember, the goal is for the student to be able to independently use and manipulate 
the images and schedule. Symbols used in VAS should also be diverse and represent physical 
characteristics of the student. For example, skin tones and genders used in images should match 
the skin tone and gender identification of the student.  
Figure 1 
Visual Activity Schedule Symbol Examples 
Example Symbols for Art on a VAS 





 Raymond’s team has determined picture symbols are the best option for him. He is able 
to independently identify the pictures, thus requiring no additional teaching of the symbols. 
When searching the picture symbols, his teacher chooses symbols that align with Raymond’s 
appearance (gender and skin tone). Since Raymond is new to school and routine, the teacher 
begins with a basic VAS, a First/Then Board. Although there are many VAS options, this 
particular VAS was chosen because it teaches basic sequencing and can be easily built upon as 
Raymond shows mastery.  
First/Then Board   
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 The most basic form of a VAS is a First/Then board. In the simplest terms, it presents 
what the student needs to do now (first) and what the student will do next (then). The board is 
typically a laminated piece of cardstock or paper labeled as shown in Figure 2. Velcro is placed 
on the board and symbols to allow easy application and interchangeability of the symbols 
throughout the day.  
Figure 2 
First/Then Board Examples 





 First/Then boards show two steps of sequencing. The teacher can present neutral-neutral 
tasks, neutral-preferred, or non-preferred-preferred tasks. Typically, the most preferred task is 
listed as “Then” to build momentum and motivate the student to complete the neutral or less-
desired “First” task.  
 When using the First/Then Board, Raymond’s teacher paired non-preferred work 
activities (first) to preferred reinforcers (then). The use of a visual timer can also be incorporated 
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to help students transition from the reinforcer and back to work once it is time to start over. Since 
it is simple to switch between the two conditions, the First/Then board can be incorporated into 
all parts of the day as a way to provide clear, visual expectations.  
 The traditional First/Then board can be expanded to increase the student’s time/volume to 
a chain of work tasks before gaining access to the reinforcer (see Figure 3). It can also provide 
the student a glimpse to more of the day besides the immediate. Although there are a variety of 
ways to label this board, the goal and outcome are the same: increase the student’s work capacity 
and understanding of sequencing multiple activities in a row.  
Figure 3 
First/Then Variation  
1 2 3 Reward 




 Raymond continues to thrive in his years of elementary school. He has mastered the use 
of the First/Then board, he has gained independence throughout his school day, but soon he will 
be moving to a new school with new teachers and needs. How can his elementary teachers 
prepare him? Luckily, VAS are easy to adjust to grow with students. The teacher can increase 
the complexity of the VAS as Raymond shows mastery. Raymond is now ready for a full-day VAS. 
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Daily Visual Activity Schedules 
 As our students show mastery and growth in the use of VAS, teachers should increase the 
complexity and provide opportunities for students to access more information about the school 
day. The use of a full-day VAS is a great next step for Raymond. A daily activity schedule shows 
the series of activities that will take place throughout the day (Bryan & Gast, 2000). The 
implementation of a VAS schedule takes careful planning to ensure student success. Figure 4 
lists important considerations when creating a daily activity schedule.  
Figure 4 
VAS Checklist  
 
Daily Activity Schedule Checklist 
Steps 
 
How-To Check  
Identify student’s daily 
routine 
List the daily activities in order. Include major events 
such as lunch, bathroom, and end of the day. 
Y or N? 
Number and layout 
 
Consider list length. How many steps can the student 
comprehend? Do you need individual schedules for each 
class or one for the whole day? 
Y or N? 
Evaluate symbol choice 
 
Is the symbol mode still appropriate (object, picture, 
symbol, word)? Is it age-appropriate? Are the symbols 
culturally responsive? 
Y or N? 
Schedule type 
 
Does the student need a stationary location (wall, desk) 
or a portable schedule (clipboard, binder)? 
Y or N? 
Individual access 
 
Can the student access the schedule at all times and 
independently? Does it meet their physical needs (fine 
motor, visual, gross motor)? 
Y or N? 
Systematic instruction Did you teach the student how to manipulate and use the 
VAS in his preferred mode of learning?  
Y or N? 
 
 When choosing activities for a schedule, take into consideration how specific you need to 
be for your student. Is “math class” sufficient or does the student need more specific information 
such as “money” and “counting?” Next, sequence the activities in the order that they will take 
place throughout the school day. The schedule should include all major events of the day such as 
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lunch, bus, electives, etc. Attempt to embed preferred activities with non-preferred activities 
when possible.  
Daily VAS can come in many varieties. Figure 5 provides an example of a morning 
routine VAS. The schedule should be visible to the student throughout the day, so choose a style 
that fits the student’s needs. The VAS can be portable, such as on a binder or clipboard, or be in 
a permanent location such as a wall or attached to the student’s desk. For example, if the student 
changes classes often, a portable schedule is a better option. If the student spends the majority of 
the day in one classroom, a permanent, fixed schedule would be more appropriate.  
Figure 5 
Visual Activity Schedule Example  
Visual Activity Schedule Example  
 
 
 VAS implementation requires student instruction before independent use (Hugh et al., 
2018). Instruction can involve prompting, modeling, or a combination of both. When first 
implementing the use of a VAS, the teacher will prompt the student to “check their schedule” 
before a transition. Again, recognition of the VAS symbols should require little to no instruction 
for the student to understand the activity or expectation. The teacher can provide prompting to 
use the VAS at activity transitions until the student reaches full independence. Develop your 
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VAS to have a clear “finish” for the student. For example, once an activity is complete, the 
student will check off the box, remove the picture from the schedule, etc. This allows the student 
to see their own pace and progress throughout the school day. In addition, a VAS can allow 
flexibility to teachers to make last minute changes. For instance, if an unplanned assembly will 
occur during a regularly scheduled math lesson, the teacher and student can work together to 
change the picture symbol on the schedule and potentially avoid a CB due to unexpected change. 
  Raymond continues to excel at managing his own VAS throughout his academic journey. 
As he grows older, the team decides a more discreet, high-tech VAS is appropriate. Since 
Raymond already knows how to manipulate a smartphone, an app-based VAS is chosen as the 
next progression for Raymond.  
VAS Variations 
 Although there are many variations of VAS, the desired outcome remains the same: 
increase independence while eliminating prompt dependency. VAS schedules can be used on 
technology devices such as iPads, smartphones, and tablets. As technology becomes more and 
more embedded in our world, this is an option that allows our students to use a VAS discreetly in 
public settings. Some app options include Choiceworks! (Bee Visual, LLC) and Visual Schedule 
Planner (Good Karma Applications, Inc.), which both allow the ability to create individualized 
visual schedules through the use of stock photos or real photos, built-in timers, and the ability to 
print and share the created schedules. Explore with your speech therapist and student team to 
determine if technology is an option for your student.  
 Raymond’s teachers and support team have taken what was once a terrifying experience 
full of unknowns and taught him the independence and skills needed to navigate the world 
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around him. Raymond graduates high school and will soon generalize these skills to the 
workforce and adulthood with confidence. 
VAS Limitations 
 Although VAS bring a wealth of positive benefits, there are some potential negative 
outcomes that can arise. Students can possibly become overly dependent on their visual 
schedule, so it is important to fade and generalize skills when possible. For example, if a student 
can navigate his/her morning independently, consider fading out the individual steps of the 
morning task analysis and replace with “morning routine” or fade completely. Additionally, 
changing the sequence on VAS or adding new symbols abruptly can lead to high levels of 
anxiety or distress in students. When beginning a VAS, teach the students about change. Try to 
incorporate small changes such as schedule order when possible. Also consider having a 
designated “change/different” symbol that is used when unexpected occurrences happen during 
the school day (e.g., assemblies, fire drills, field trips). Teach the symbol and what change means 
in advance so the student is prepared when they occur naturally.  
Additionally, VAS can be time-consuming on the teacher or adult creating it. Oftentimes, 
it includes taking and printing individual pictures for each activity a student may encounter, 
laminating pieces, applying Velcro individually, and organizing the board. Students may also 
need separate boards for each environment (general education, lunch room, specials, etc.), which 
increases the time-commitment for teachers. Consider teaching the student to create his/her own 
schedule when reviewing the daily agenda to increase independence and limit teacher 
dependency. Such factors should be taken into consideration when choosing VAS options. 
Conclusion 
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 VAS is an effective instructional strategy that can be implemented in the classroom to 
decrease prompt dependency, build independence, support prosocial behaviors, and decrease 
challenging behaviors. This evidence-based strategy involves sequencing a student’s school day 
through the use of easily-identifiable symbols such as pictures, symbols, or words (Zimmerman 
et al., 2017). When creating a VAS, choose easily identifiable symbols, start simple, and then 
increase complexity as appropriate for the student (Banda et al., 2009).  
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